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Fig. 1. E. M. Forster in Egypt, 1917. King’s College, Cambridge. Courtesy Wikimedia Commons.
Along an Alexandrian road that ran from the Nouzha Gardens to Sidi Gaber, near the old Rosetta Gate, a
British archaeologist unearthed two colossal statues in 1840: Anthony as Osiris and Cleopatra as Isis. They
were found, reburied, and dug up again by a French Algerian in 1893. E. M. Forster, who lived in Alexandria
during the First World War, leads readers of his travel guide to the local Graeco-Roman Museum, where
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they can marvel at a lonely half of the once entangled pair. The entry runs: “Against the wall behind:
colossal green granite head of Anthony as Osiris. From near Nouzha. The companion head of Cleopatra as
Isis is in Belgium.”[1] The guide quickly moves on to the next artifact, two reconstructed tombs from the
Chatby Necropolis. Cleopatra is forgotten.
By the time I moved to Cairo to research Forster’s years in Egypt, late in the summer of 2018, I was already
familiar with his cabinet of lost artifacts and vanished statues. In “Cnidus,” for instance, a 1904 story for the
Independent Review, the protagonist stumbles across the site of an ancient Greek theatre on the Ottoman
coast, falling off the stage into an orchestra planted with Jerusalem artichokes. Nearby once stood the
Demeter of Cnidus, a statue kept in the British Museum since the late 1850s, where she is “dusted twice a
week” and “cannot be touched.”[2] The goddess, the narrator makes sure to underline, is not to be pitied:
her eyes rest more happily on “the Choiseul Apollo who is in the niche opposite” in the London gallery than
on “the scarped rock, and the twin harbours” of Asia Minor (Forster, “Cnidus,” 172). Yet, the statue’s
reappearance in The Longest Journey, Forster’s second novel, suggests a gloomier fate. A photograph of
the Demeter of Cnidus hangs by the window in Stephen Wonham’s room; it “faced the sunrise; and when
the moon rose its light also fell on her, and trembled, like light upon the sea.”[3]
Fig. 2. Demeter of Cnidus. Turn-of-the-century postcard.
Looted artifacts loom large in the Forster canon, whose author would briefly go on to work as a cataloguer
and wartime watchman in the National Gallery. “In the nineteenth century,” he once wrote, “the soil was
scratched all over the globe . . . hooks were let down into the sea.”[4] Much of what came to the surface
went missing, only to re-emerge in western Europe. A Dutch Bible brought back from the Boer War appears
in Howards End. In Maurice, at the temple of Athena on the Acropolis, Clive “might if he chose imagine her
shrine untouched, and her statue catching the last of the glow” but sees instead “only dying light and a
dead land.”[5] A visit to the British Museum, in The Longest Journey, brings to mind precisely these
“deserted temples beside an unfurrowed sea” (124). In Maurice, the same museum features as “a tomb,
miraculously illuminated by spirits of the dead” (194).
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Art Repatriation, Then and Now
Forster’s at times ironic, at times melancholic engagement with looted art goes to show that our current
debates on decolonizing Europe’s museums have long histories. At the center of the controversy today is
the British Museum, reportedly “the world’s  largest receiver of stolen goods
(https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/04/british-museum-is-worlds-largest-receiver-of-stolen-
goods-says-qc).” In recent years, it rejected or delayed requests from Greece, Egypt, Nigeria, and Easter
Island (among others) for the return of the spoils of the former British empire. The museum has argued that
the sculptures at the heart of these requests—the Parthenon Marbles, Rosetta Stone, Benin Bronzes, and
Hoa Hakananai’a—were not stolen but acquired through gift and trade. They are available for loan to their
original locations on the condition that the borrowing institution acknowledges the British Museum’s
ownership of the object in question—a self-defeating condition.[6] Another claim often made by museum
representatives is that these objects belong to the world’s shared heritage and, in London, are on display
free of charge to millions of visitors every year. To me, the suggestion elides the realities of economic
mobility. Is it really feasible for members of the Rapa Nui, who live on Easter Island, to travel to the U.K. to
admire Hoa Hakananai’a, a lava rock sculpture that embodies the spirit of one of their ancestors?[7] And
what of the pieces that are not on display? Many institutions only showcase a very small percentage of their
collections at any given time—“the rest, I suppose, put away in cellars,” as Virginia Woolf also knew.[8]
While there have been a few success stories in recent years, including the return of artifacts from Oslo’s Kon-
Tiki Museum to Easter Island, the issue remains hotly contested.[9]
Indeed, it has been contested for a long time. More than a century ago, Forster pointed to these tensions
and rehearsed the main lines of these arguments. His most profound engagement with the repatriation of
cultural heritage is a 1920 review of the memoirs of Sir Wallis Budge, Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian
Antiquities in the British Museum. Forster’s critical voice in the review may seem surprising at first. The
novelist read classics at Cambridge, a liberal education that meant to foster an appreciation for precisely a
place such as the British Museum. He was also indirectly complicit in (and felt very uncomfortable about) the
British occupation of Egypt, where he lived from late 1915 to early 1919 and enjoyed the privileges that
came with being an Englishman in the Empire. Still, his piece for the Athenaeum reads as a blatant attack. It
is structured around an object Wallis Budge stole for the nation: the world-famous Papyrus of Ani, now
“B.M. 10470.” (Forster, “The Objects,” 599). Ani’s Book of the Dead was discovered in a tomb in Luxor in
1888, taken by Budge, who broke its seal, confiscated by the Egyptian government, stolen (again by Budge)
through a tunnel, and smuggled up the Nile and out of the country in the luggage of British officers. “It may
not be on exhibit, but we have it,” Forster comments, ironically; “It would be humiliating to think it was on
exhibit at Cairo” (599).
In Forster’s response to Budge’s By Nile and Tigris: A Narrative of Journeys through Egypt and
Mesopotamia on Behalf of the British Museum we encounter the stakes of the debate as they are
articulated today. On the one hand there is Forster, who believed that “our pride” in national possessions is
“merely competitive” (600). Berlin, Paris, and London had been plundering Egypt since Napoleon’s
invasion. Representatives of Europe’s museums cared so little for Mohammed Ali’s 1835 export ban on
antiquities and Egypt’s own fledgling attempts at establishing a national collection in an old post office in
Bulaq that it left Forster with “an increased determination to rob the British Museum” (600). Then there is
Budge, who visited the Bulaq museum in 1886. In an effort to justify his own pillaging, he reported finding
mean deal cases, broken glass panes, damage from a Nile flood and “no apparatus for extinguishing
fire.”[10] On that expedition to Egypt, the first of many, Budge acquired 1,482 artifacts for “safekeeping” at
the British Museum, in addition to the objects secured for the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge.
Out of Egypt
Shortly before returning to England, as his work with the Red Cross came to an end, Forster, too, took stock
of his Egyptian possessions. Among the keepsakes he packed in January 1919 were a handful of ephemeral
things: copies of the Egyptian Mail, letters, and a tram ticket, marked “Alexandrie à Cléopâtre,” which
reminded him of Mohammed El Adl, the tram conductor with whom he had fallen in love. Just before his
untimely death in 1922, El Adl sent Forster a photograph which the novelist carefully added to his affective
booty. In 1958, and again in 1963, he came across these “scraps” in a box in his Cambridge study and was
seized by a feeling that the past is “evoked by smallness.”[11] One memory that may have floated to the
surface—though there is no record of it apart from a 1917 letter—was of El Adl in his crumbling room in
Alexandria all those years ago as he suddenly flung open a “little trunk” with his belongings: “Now I have
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shown you all there is to show.”[12] Today, Mohammed El Adl’s gesture reads as an allegory for a country
robbed and cheated under a colonial regime. The Papyrus of Ani, from Forster’s review in the Athenaeum,
left Egypt in 1888; the statue of Cleopatra as Isis, from his Guide to Alexandria, followed in 1912.
Fig. 3. Cleopatra as Isis. Musée Royal de Mariemont. Courtesy Wikimedia Commons.
On a recent Sunday morning, I paid a visit to the exiled Egyptian queen. She fell into the foreign hands of a
Belgian industrialist touring Egypt and now hangs high on a wall in the Royal Museum of Mariemont, a
somewhat neglected place an hour south of Brussels. Not much survives of the once colossal statue: an
upper-left arm, a shoulder, a formidable head with a circlet of cobras for a crown and eyes that look directly
at the viewer (which, I am told, is remarkable for Ptolemaic sculptures). Because of COVID-19 restrictions,
visitors at Mariemont have to enter the Egyptian Room through the back door. Once the first artifact to
command attention for its location and size, Cleopatra is now harder to find: one has to turn, look up and
search for a glimpse of the Egyptian queen. She is easy to miss; she looks unloved. Had Forster toured the
Belgian museum (which he never did), he might have found some enjoyment in pointing out that Egypt
already had two major national collections at the time of Cleopatra’s disappearance to the north, with the
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Egyptian Museum founded in 1863 and the Graeco-Roman Museum in 1892. Next year, after more than a
century on Tahrir Square, the Egyptian Museum is moving to new premises in Giza. Perhaps it is time for
Cleopatra to move home, too?
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